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ABSTRACT

Every writing program/contains implicit information
on the amount of writing that should pe assigmed, how the essays
should be evaluated, the type of grampar--if any--students should
study, and the type of composition instruction that will ne most
effective. Research has not identified an optimal.leveli of writing
frequency, and although frequent writing may increase fluency, it
does not by itself inprove writing quality. Combining formal essays
with informal, ungraded writing can help students improve both the
fluency and the. quality of their wtiting without increasing teachers'
paper load. Research also suggests that the traditioa and. time
consuming "student writes, teacher corrects" method shouid be .
‘modified. Giving students evaluative comments while they are drafting
their essays encourages them to-revise their writing to zncorporate
suggested changes. Peer evaluation Helps students CLevise and 'develop \
a stronger sense of audience. Although students seem unable to
translate concepts from formal grammer to strategies which i1mprove
their writing, research does support other approaches tg graammar
instruction, such ,as one which combines ‘concepts froa bo

traditional and transformational grammar. Grammar study Q% most
useful vhen teachers make it an integral part of the writgag -
curriculum and help students apply their grammatical know e during -

the finad-stage of editing or proofqeading essays. Research also
supports the claim that students leésn to write bétter when teachers
focus on' the process rather than the*product of writing. (HOD)
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Making Research Work for the Composition Teacher
° "Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can
do, to keep in the same place. If you want to get : ‘
sonewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast
as that. " )

igggugh‘the.Lookﬂng Glass X f
) lewis Carrsll . |
’ |

Today, composition teaéhers, like the Red Queen's unfor- I
tunate subjects, often find themselves running as fast as : -
- the¥ can just to keep in the same place. Faced with five, )
|

somefimes six\classes and often teaching 150 or more students .

a .day, English~teachers understandably despair when told to ‘
teach ‘more writing nore-effectively, especially when most
.feel they would somehow have to work twice as hard to do so. -

- . Teaching more writing may not be the best strategy for

-

- 1)
iimproving our students' writing skills. "More" is a relative

i

term, of course, and if, as one observer claimed several

”

years ago, "time once devoted to writing instruction has more

o recently been devoted to visual studies and electives,”" (Mel-

T

©

Y

'Ion, 1976)'€Hen more writing instruction is needed. However,
tvo recent surveys found writing instruction has increased
for some students (Bamberq, forthéoping: Benham, 1978), and

given the class loads in most secondary schools, English - ’

we

teathers pay be assigning as much writing as can reasonably
‘ﬂé expected (Apnlebee; 1978; Ramberg and McKenna, 1978).
On the-other hand,hsurveys also 1nd1cate that many

teacbers are got u51ng the most effective methods to teach

compos;tlon.” Apn}ehee (1n press), for example, stud1ed writ-

. &

ing 1nstruct10n ;n secondary’ schools across the nation and
)lt/

foqnﬂ that a- mﬁ%ﬁrlty of the teachers devoted llttle timeé to ot

- . - . ;! "B‘,‘;:.‘




- frequency. 3lthough frequent writing may ianeasé flpency, it - I

-~ 7 '
English Journal readers led Hoetker and Brossell (1980) to

-.-researchs

b .

%

prewriting and revision. Responses from classes taught by
Ca .

conclude éhat ngémore than 25 per:cehf of the feaqhers used
all methods of_wfiting instnuctigq'validated by regearch.
gEbery writing b:ogram contains implicit answers to four
basic'instrgctional questions; How much'writing should be
assigned? How should essays be evaluated? What type of
grampmar, if any, should students study? What type of compo-‘
sition instruction will be nmrost effective? Teachers can get

better results without wdrking harder if their response to

- - - - -
each of these four questions is based on composition

How Often Should Students Rrite?

Pew secondary-teachers have class loads low €nough for

them to assign weekly themes - long considered the “optimum*
frequency - to all\kheir students. Must students write

weekly to improve their writing skills?
\ ' ; - .
Ample evidernce indicates® that increasing writing-fre- =,

gquency alone does not improve writing. Threé different stu-

. o ’

dieslcompared the writing of students who wrote weeklxvthemeé s
wi£h those who wrPte monthlv themes -and féﬁnd no.differences

between ‘the two éroups (Heys, 1962; nétolly and PBémstedt, . R
19623; Rolf, i966). queﬁer, students in bn; éfudy believed

~
.

that - writing Qeekly essays helped them tg_becéggwmQréwg}uenﬁ

e

writers, a ;kill not mgasuted by the expériment (Ho;f,‘1966);
. ) N . . B I
Research has not-identified an optimal tevel of writing .

Q v



does not byv itself 1mprove writing quality. Given the com- . .

——— a— —————

plexity of the writing process and the many facets of sriting' i
I .
gquality, such a f1nd1ng is hardly surprlslng. Frequenf writ-
- T
i
ing may develop greater fluency, but ungraded free wrltlng

’

and journal 'assignments may increase fluency as (ell as, if

|
|
not better than, formal essays. Although students need regu- !
) |
|

°© oy .
lar writing practice, a formal weekly essay need not be con-
< 2 :
sidered the sine gua non of a composition program. Combining
foﬂgzl essays vith informal, ungraded writing can help stu- -

dents improve both the fluency and ﬂhe quality of their writ-
ing without incre?sing teacheys"paper load. "
) ' |
- How Should Compesitions Be-Evaluated?
|

Responding to and evaluating student writing is the ‘most

time-consuming task in teaching writing, and some believe the
’ 7/

most important. Students need some kind of response or eval-

uation, bat how much and what kind? Traditionally, many

teachers have taught composition primarily through comments

and corrections on completed\essays (Squire and Applebee,

*

1964) , and a recent survey fopnd this method still .widely
used (Applebee, ‘in-.press). Are teacher comments an effective

method for improving wrifing skills?
Burton and Arnold (3963) found that intensive evalpation .
- .. ‘ ~ : s
»~ - marking all errors and writing detailed comments - was not .

_more effective than modefate évaluation - mariing only errors A
s B 3?;; .
pertalnlng to the skills being stndled and writing a brief

K conment. Fecejfly, Richard, Beaﬂh (1979) explored the effecf

of evalhatlng

tudents? essays during the process of wrltlng




.bet{er essays, especially in the-are%; of develépment,and

IS

*or .

*
’

2

dents who received between-draft teacher evaiuation wrote

'tp?n the one .for increased grammar instruction. will teach—'

‘'

4 .

¢

rather than after eséays_were=eomblete§1 He"found that stu- I

»
“

z Y
support, than students receiving no evalwation. Another
¢ < [? °
recent study (Karegianes et. al. 1980) has confirmed the
- : ‘. & P ’ K%
positive instfuctional value of peer evaluation, a technique

i

recommended by Moffett (1973) and Macrorie (1968), among oth- .
@ + \ LW
ers. Tn this study students who used an éditing/ratijg sheet

to give and receive peer evaluation improved stheir wpiting

'skills more than studentS‘[hosé essays wvere evaluated by
their teachers. . o - ///‘—

‘rResearch does not support a "mgrk-every—errd&" approach
to evaluation. Horeover, ii suggests tﬁat thé-tradi{ional
and- time-consuming "sthdent writes-teacher ébrrects" method
should‘Sb modified. Giving studeptg evaluative comnents

vhile they are drafting their essays encourages them to
' , > - -
revise their writing to incorporate suggested changes. Peer

eyaiuation can help students not only revise their drafts but ,

3
LY

. - . W
also develop a stronger sense of audience.

Should-Students- Study Grammar and If So, What Kind? ,

. - S
. No demand has been made more insistently;in recent years
4 ) . ‘ Y

ing students formal grammar be the panacea "bagck-to-the-ba-

- - \ ! .'-'
sics" advocates assume?. I . S

Probably no issue in composition inStruction has been
¢ . . . kA
‘more thoroughlf researched (Braddock, et. al., 1963), and

. -y - . . .
results have cgnsistentﬁy shown that formal grammar ékQEZJ -
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does not improve writing. A recent study which comparsed the

effect of studving traditional grammar, transformational

éfamma}, or no grammar reconfirmed the negative resuits.of
; :

. . " many earlier sggdies. After three years, students who,stp_
died no grammar wrote as well as xhoée who studied either
traditional or transformational grammar (Eiiey et., al.,’
1976) . " o

Although students seem unable to translate concepts from

P .

formal grammar to strategies which improve ‘'their writing,

research does éhpport other approaches to grammar instruc-

tion. For example, one study compared a formal traditional g

grapmar prbgram with a "direct" or applied methéd. Teachers }

using the direct methéd selectegd conceptsiggr study based on
errors in students’ writing and taught corregt forms‘thgough'
exampleg/gnd illustration's, while teachers ds{ng the formal
grammar approach ;mphasized terminology and éenéence«analy—

sis. 1After two ;éars, students taught by the direct method

wrote essays with fewer errors and of higher quality tﬁqg

students ;ho}studied fopmal grammar (Braddqgk et. 'al., 1963?.

In addition, réseapch has consistentié sho;n that sentence

coﬁbihing -’q forn of applied transformational’grammar that., -

gives students practice . in generating .sentences and mgnipﬁ-

lating syntactic structures - increases students' syntactic

.
- r'g.'.
5 ‘'t

fluency and;imptoves the quality of. their writing (O'Hare,
g, Daiker, & Kerek, 1978). o

1973 ;Morehb

-

Pather, than continuing with or retnpning'tb formal gram-

. ’ e ¢ ES o
mar irstruction, teachers should-develop applied grammar pro-

. *
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. grams which combine concepts from both traditional and trans-

formational grammar. Instruction in traditional grammar can

focus on eliminating common usage and sentence structure.

,errors while sentence combining exercises can exténd the stu-

'l by )

) @énts' range of syntactic options. Grammar study is most

useful vhen teachers make it én integral part of the writing

H

curriculum and help students apply their grammatical know-
A .

ledge during the final stage of editing or proofreading , °

essavs. ~, .

¥hat Tvpe gﬁ Composition Instruction Is Most FEffective?

puring the past 10-15 years, the dominant paradigm in
writing instruction has shifted from writing-as-product to

writing-as-process. New methods developed to implement the
v ) ) . ‘

13

1Eb process-centered approach include trainstorming, free writ-

ing, prewriting heurisiics, and peer group response to drafts
during the composing process. Is a proce;s-centéfed approach
more effective tﬂan a/traditional product?ﬁentened approach?
\ ~ A recent stuay_(clifford, 1981) compareq hcoilaborzxive
composing" (a method whlch used free writing, bralnstormlng,
small ~group and teacher response to free writing and. 1n1t1a1
drafts) to a traﬁltxonal method which refled on dlscus-
51on/ana1y51s of profe551552$ and student essays and provided

no assistance in prewriting or revision. After a semester of

instrugtion he found that students who composed icollabora-

T k)

/

°

tively wrote significantlv better essays than those taught by

-

the traditional method.

' Tmplementing a process-centered approach improves‘§tm§
\ \ ) "




. eésays our students write, research supports the claim thét ¢

. , | : | 7
dents' writing by developing their abili¥y to'"invent" or
find ideas, increasing their sensé of.audience, and quiding”
their revisions. Even though “the effectiyeness of ény writ-

ing instruction will ultimately be-juaged by the quality of

~

» students learn to write better when teachers .focus on the

L4 .

g;gg§§§ rather than the product of writing. Despite,its‘
grea£er effectiveness, the process approach is ndt widely
used bv secondary teachers (Applebee, in press; éoetker and
Efossel, 1§80). ?hé constraintE of the secondary classroom -
larce classes, inalequate space apd furniture, immature stu-
dents - undeniahly create barriers to implemenfing a process
aéproaéh.‘ And even when these physical constraints are .
removed or reduced, psychic constraints - the reluctance to
give up confortable, familiar-methods, and the fear éf cgange
- Temain. However, teachers who successfully overconme these
constra;nts and adopt a prdéess-centered aé}roaéh will,find
they have become more effective writing teachers.

Teaching composition will always be time'cqnsuming and
.’éifficult, but teache;§'can use research to mqke-the task

1 1‘ -
mogg manageable by following these guidelines: (1) balance
e
L
‘ree w;iting and formal essay assignments; (2) develop

a pliea grammar programs that incorporate grammar study into o

writing instruction; (3) try new 2 oaches to evangation -

’

.

dent drafts or some type of

brief, informal responses to

peér ‘evaluation; and (4) phasize the writ%ﬁg'process, not

the written product. By putting research to work ir these '

o~ . S
ways, composition teachérs will find they can do a better job

N

’ v 4 .
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of teaching writing - without working harder.
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